
 

 
 

 

Tips for Supporting  
Children in Disasters 
 
Natural, manmade and technological disasters can have overwhelming effects on communities. 
Along with the physical destruction a disaster may leave, additional challenges to recovery may be 
invisible at first glance or remain unvoiced. To address these needs, Save the Children would like 
to share its psychosocial guidance with those who care for children. 

Tips for Teachers 

Remember to take care of you! 
When parents and caregivers are stressed, anxious or upset, 

children feel this too. Children do better when the adults 

around them are confident, calm and reassuring. Take extra 

care of yourself—your own health and emotions—so that you 

will be better able to support children in your care. 
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In stressful situations, children do best when their caregivers are calm, supportive and stable. Take the time to 

process your own experiences and feelings, and care for yourself so that you can best support your students in 

this difficult time. 

Reactions of Children and Adolescents to a Disaster 

What are some of the challenges you 
are facing in the classroom right now? 



 

 
Save the Children   
2000 L St NW, Suite 500, Washington, DC 20036  |  (800) 728-3843 3 

 

•  Sleeping and eating problems  

•  Temper tantrums and irritability 

•  Being defiant, frequently saying “no!” 

•  Getting upset over small injuries 

•  Being afraid the disaster will happen again 

•  Separation anxiety 

•  Increased fearfulness 

•  Being less active or playful than usual 

•  Acting quiet or withdrawn 

•  A return to bed wetting, thumb sucking or earlier behaviors 

•  Asking questions over and over again, sometimes about small details of what happened 

 

•  Clinging to parents/guardians  

•  Fearful of going to school  

•  Fatigue from sleep difficulties or nightmares  

•  Change in eating habits  

•  Difficulty concentrating and staying on task  

•  Poor school performance  

•  Aggressive behavior, fighting  

•  Anxiety, crying spells, sadness and grief  

•  Feeling guilty, or to blame for bad things that happened  

•  Withdrawal from peers  

•  Losing interest in usual activities 

Preschool Children  

School-Age Children  
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•  Preoccupation with the disaster  

•  Feeling helpless or powerless  

•  Being judgmental and critical of adults  

•  Extreme mood swings  

•  Acting invincible  

•  Risk-taking behaviors (drugs, alcohol, sex)  

•  Changes in sleeping or eating habits  

•  Acting irritable and easily agitated  

•  Physical aches and pains  

•  Withdrawn from friends  

•  Loss of interest in usual activities 

What You CAN Do for Your Students  

Establish Safety & Control  
 

 

 

Set Up Routine & Normalcy  
 

 

 

 

Adolescents 
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Normalize & Validate  
 

 

 

 

Help Children Move toward Positive Action  
 

 

 

Help Children Understand and Learn from the Disaster  
 

 

Encourage Creativity  
 

Help students to identify the things in life that they 

understand better or appreciate more since the 

disaster. A sample activity is creating a booklet for 

Thanksgiving with pages that students fill with the 

things they are thankful for. Similar booklets could 

be created helping students to understand their new 

gains, strengths and resources. 
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Classroom/School Project Ideas 

•  Fundraise for relief and recovery efforts.  

•  Assist with school and community clean-up.  

•  Plan disaster education activities for the community.  

•  Create a play space or art space for younger children to express their feelings.  

•  Thank rescue workers with care packages or letters.  

•  Gather oral histories to learn about other communities and how they coped.  

•  Research facts relating to the disaster and recovery.  

•  Establish pen pals with other schools or with students who are displaced to other schools.  

•  Connect with other communities that have experienced crises to learn about their recovery. 

Knowing When Children Need Extra Support  

When to Refer  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Any child who talks about hurting or killing themselves or others, or who tries to hurt themselves. Take 

children seriously if they talk to you about suicide and seek help immediately. 
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Taking Care of Yourself: Strategies to Cope and Stay Strong 

Children’s Safety and Protection 
After a major disaster, it is important to pay particular attention to child safety and protection. If your school is located in an area 

that suffered damage during the disaster, be watchful of children during recess as well as before and after school. Make sure that they 

don’t play near debris or other health hazards. You may find that your school environment is being visited by many strangers—

construction and repair crews on school grounds, deliveries of new equipment or donations, and others on grounds that you don’t 

recognize. Be aware of these strangers and any interactions they may have with your students. When children are released for the day, 

be sure they leave school grounds on the school bus or in the care of a family member. 

As families may find themselves in unfamiliar territory in a new city and community, it may be difficult for these children and 

parents/guardians to know the safe areas for children to play. Find ways to help your students and their parents/guardians know 

important information about the community to stay safe. Remember, as a trusted adult in the lives of your students, you can play an 

important role in helping children who are experiencing domestic violence, abuse or neglect in their homes or communities. Use 

 the open and trusting relationship you have with your students to explore any suspicions you may have 

 of abuse or neglect, and make the appropriate referrals to the school social worker, counselor and/or  

the authorities. 
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Taking Care of Your Mind  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Keep in Touch with Friends and Family  

 

 

 

 

Outlets for Emotions  
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 Crying: 

 Anger:

 Shame and Blame:

 Survivor Guilt:

Getting Back to Work  

 

 

 

 

 

Be Aware of “Pitfalls”  
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When to Seek Help  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you have thoughts of hurting yourself or others, it is important that you seek help for your safety and the 

safety of others.  

Let’s Take a Breather…  
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Important Numbers 

1-800-273-TALK National Suicide Prevention Lifeline 

1-800-656-HOPE National Sexual Assault Hotline 

1-800-789-2647 National Mental Health Information Center 

A confidential hotline to speak with trained mental health professionals who can assist  
with information and local referrals 


